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Abstract
This paper analyzes the literature produced by two African American slaves, one West
. ,
Indian slave, and one African American indentured servant in antebellum America and
the degree to which these writers were able to express anger in their literary works. It
looks at the tense relationship between the realities of their lived experiences as slaves
and their ability to communicate these realities in the sentimental form. By exploring
these texts that catalogue the authors' journey as daughters, wives, and mothers it
finds that the bonded female author found sentimental fiction's devotion to nineteenth-
century America's template for true womanhood inadequate to express the realities of
her lived experience forcing her to revise the sentimental plot. By incorporating a
literary expression of anger in their works the authors of this study, Harriet Jacobs,
Harriet E. Wilson, Hannah Crafts, and Mary Prince, put the tropes of sentimental
fiction, and the realities of their lived experiences as slaves into dialogue. These
authors used anger to explore the limits of the sentimental formula while
simultaneously submitting proof of the realities of slavery that made the formulation
of familial bonds, so vital to the sentimental agenda, impossible. They told the stories
of their families by redefining the narrowly structured boundaries of the sentimental
genre and worked to create an acceptable space where anger could be used to discuss
the loss and pain endured by the black antebellum family.
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Introduction
The relationship between anger and the female slave experience is dynamically
expressed in the nineteenth-century literature of African American females. The
literary expression of anger in such works allowed black women authors to put tropes
of the period's most popular form of literary expression, sentimental fiction, and the
realities of their experiences as slaves into dialogue. Soon, these enslaved women
writers discovered that sentimental fiction itself was inadequate to express the
experiences ofblack women. This discovery sent many African American women
writers to the page with an angry pen. Such anger stemmed not only from the
discovery that their experiences as women in the system of slavery put them outside
the norms of sentimental fiction, but that slavery's perversion and disruption of their
families further complicated their relationship to this literary genre. The struggle to
preserve the family and the anger with which they reacted toward such familial
disruptions has implications for black women authors' ability to write in the
sentimental form. Slave narratives and novels devote numerous pages and chapters to
the discussion of the family, the means to which enslaved women went to preserve it,
and the myriad ways in which these attempts were thwarted by slavery. Harriet
Jacobs, Harriet Wilson, Hannah Crafts, and Mary Prince devote large portions of their
•. !
works, narrative and novel, to the discussion of the enslaved woman's experience as
family members. As women discussing their experiences as daughters, wives, and
mothers in a system of slavery and indentured servitude, these authors used anger to
explore the limits of the sentimental novel while simultaneously submitting proof of
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the realities of slavery that made the formulation of familial bo~ds, so vital to the
sentimental agenda, impossible. Their struggles to preserve the family contributed to
their use and expression of anger in the sentimental form -a use frowned upon by
many. These brave women reacted with anger at the rape of their families in a literary
tradition that predicated itself on the bonds of family, sending a message that such a
literary tradition should be reevaluated for its usefulness in expressing the African
American female experience. They told the stories of their families by redefining the
narrowly structured boundaries of the sentimental genre and worked to create an
acceptable space where anger could be used to discuss the loss and pain endured by
the black antebellum family in America. Furthermore, Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and
Prince show that by embracing anger, literature became a complex challenge to
slavery and its perversion of America's promises of the tranquil domestic life that
characterized American life, as well as American literature, in the nineteenth century.
The Sentimental Form
Sentimental literature, the most popular form of literary expression in
nineteenth-century America, emphasized the cultivation of sensibility, the glorification
ofvirtue, the preservation of family life, the revival of religion, and the achievement
of a utopian society. Nina Baym, in her work Woman's Fiction, described one of
literature's most fundamental and enduring paradigms based on these thematic and
structural qualities of the sentimental text she encountered in her research. Her
paradigm describing sentimentalism posits nineteenth-century women's literature as
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every waycon~with the problems of women's domestic lives. Finding that the
novels she examined shared a remarkably similar plot consisting of an orphaned
young girl, deprived ofsupports who is forced to .make her way in the world, and then
succeeds in marrying in the end, Baym theorized that these stories were "about the
psychology ofwomen" -that they were didactic tales of feminine "trials and triumph"
that were "immensely pleasurable to a huge number of American women" (Baym 19,
21).
Hazel V. Carby in her work, Reconstructing Womanhood, comments on the
power and popularity of this template ofnineteenth-century womanhood and its
cultural effect: "it was dominant, in the sense ofbeing the most subscribed to
convention governing female behavior, but it was also clearly recognizable as a
dominating image, describing the parameters within which women were measured and
declared to be, or not to be, women" (23). Jane Tompkins asserts in her work,
Sensational Designs, "novelists have designs upon their audiences, in the sense of
wanting to make people think and act in a particular way" (xi). She goes on further to
say that the formulaic plots and stereotyped characters of sentimental novels offered a
blueprint for survival under a specific set of political, economic, social, or religious
conditions (xviii). The popular domestic novels of the nineteenth century represent,
Tompkins asserts, a monumental effort to reorganize culture from the woman's point
ofview (124). Sentimentality's chief characteristic is that it is written by, for, and
about women whose novels were acts of persuasion aimed at defining social reality
and the interests ofwhite middle-class women (Tompkins 141). The sentimental
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novelists make their bid for power by positing the world as one over which women as
wives and mothers exert control from their kitchens and hearths. These powerful
these images ofwom~nhood solidly rooted society on a foundation of religion,
.motherhood, home, and family (Tompkins 145). True womanhood and the power it
derived from the woman's sphere, one can conclude, was a mechanism for controlling
behavior; the popular sentimental works of the era, in their plots and character
constructions, defined what constituted woman and womanhood for their readers,
clearly stating who was within the permissible boundaries. Operating as what
Tompkins calls a "political enterprise, halfway between sermon and s9cial theory" the
sentimental novel greatly affected the lives ofits readers and authors (126). the cult
of true womanhood, a phrase used to refer to the nineteenth-century female sex, came
to define the boundaries of acceptable behavior within the sentimental text as it made
attempts to codify and mold the values of its time (Tompkins 126).
Barbara Welter, in her study of the nineteenth century American woman,
Dimity Convictions, characterized four cardinal virtues that came to represent the
behavior permissible for the American woman espoused. by the women's magazines,
gift annuals and literature of the century: piety, purity, submissiveness, and
domesticity (Welter 21). The do~inating ideology to define the boundaries of
acceptable female behavior, these four cardinal virtues encapsulated the ideology of
domesticity that stressed and celebrated woman's intrinsically assumed higher
morality. The cult of true womanhood rested on woman's inherent domestic skills
expressed through her reign over the home and all its interior issues of childrearing
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and housekeeping. If she were able to carry off this performance, she and her family
were promised happiness and power. If she failed, she faced the judgment ofher
husband, neighbors, and socie,ty at large. Failure or success in the domestic arena had
vast implications for the woman of the nineteenth century.' Ronald G. Walters, in his
historical study The Antislavery Appeal: American Abolitionism After 1830, stressed
that nineteenth-century society needed a permanent rudder, agencies to steer it through
troubled times and to keep it on a morally true course (91). Abolitionists and those of
the cult of true womanhood both looked to family-life and to women to fulfill such a
role. The family, and more importantly the mother, took on the burden of assuring
society's moral stability; she came to serve as the moral locus that other institutions or
individuals could not be (Walters 93). As a daughter, a wife, and as a mother, women
were expected to be pious, pure, submissive, and to uphold the domestic sphere so
America could enjoy success. Through her greater moral influence, the wife and
mother performed the moral work of the nation by sacrificing her own needs and
desires in order to ensure the success ofher family and ona larger scale, the nation.
For African American women the notion that the woman was the human
conduit through which "the virtues of humanity" could be instituted in the American
republic had a vast array of implications (Grasso 23). Oppressed-by a system that
subordinated every facet of their life cycle, from daughter,.to wife, to mother, African
American women found it hard to comprehend how and why they would institute
values of a republic that itself was inhumane. Their families were the immediate
victims ofnineteenth-century America's inhumanity (Walters 95). Powerless to
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protect their children or themselves, the mothers of the enslaved had no real control
over their families and the ability to which they would be able to institute these values
was extremely limited. Works like Harriet Jacobs' Incidents in the Life ofa Slave
Girl, Harriet Wilson's Our Nig; or Sketches from the Life ofa Free Black, In a Two-
I.
Story White House, North. Showing that Slavery's Shadows Fall Even There, Hannah
Crafts' A Bondswoman's Narrative, and Mary Prince's The History ofMary Prince: A
West Indian Slave Related by Herself, help bring to light the fact that the dominating
Victorian model of domesticIty and maternity was imposed on the patterns ofblack
female slave life (Gray White 21). Suffering a double oppression ofbeing both female
and slave, these women soon discovered that the realities of the female slave's world
were peripheral to the concerns of the domestic cult. Deborah Gray White, in her
study, Ar'n't I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South, tells her readers that
"treated by whites as if they were anything but self-respecting women, many bonded
females could forge their own independent definition of womanhood. '.' . A definition
to which they could relate on the basis of their own notions about what women should
be and how they should act" (141). This, in fact, is what these four authors did; by
recording their journey as enslaved daughters, wives, and mothers in their novels and
narratives, writers like Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince forged their own definition
ofwomanhood showing how the standards ofwhite, middle class womanhood fell
short in practice. These authors used the material circumstances of their lives to
critique the conventional standards of female behavior and to question their relevance
and applicability to the experience ofblack women (Carby 47). Jacobs, Wilson,
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Crafts, and Prince illustrate their understanding of the cult of true womanhood's
standards but use anger expressed in their works to condemn these standards because
womanhood understood as such was impossible for the slave woman to obtain. By
exploring their narrative works and novels, we obtain a greater understanding of the
inadequacies of sentimentality and white notions ofwomanhood. But most
importantly, one learns that black women authors, like those addressed in this study,
forged their own definition of black womanhood which addressed not only their
exclusion from the sentimental ideology, but their anger at slavery's perversion of
their families. Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince are angry at the experiences that
they, as members of the black antebellum family, endured and thereby commit
themselves to fixing sentimentalism so it can live up to its claim of universality and
faithfully express the experiences of all Americans, black and white. However, even
though our authors' works reiterate that the black woman's life in antebellum
American does not fit the plot lines of domestic fiction their commitment to revising
the domestic novel states that there is a place for the domestic novel in black women's
fiction but it just needs to be revised. At different points in their lives these authors
subscribes to sentimentalism suggesting that their use of the sentimental form is more
nuanced than previously thought. As daughters they long for motherly love and
salvation; as wives and victims of sexual abuse they suffocate under the constraints of
white womanhood's demands for sexual purity; finally, as mothers they resist some
aspects of domesticity while actively yearning for others.
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Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince's stories track their experiences as
daughters, wives, and mothers under a system of slavery and indentured servitude in
antebellum America. By exploring their journey through what Deborah Gray White
calls, "the life cycle of the female slave," we can come to an understanding of the
complexities of the antebellum female, as slave and indentured servant, author's
relationship with sentimental fiction (91). As one female slave commented, "Us
colored women had to go through a plenty" (Gray White 91). The experiences of
enslaved women from one plantation to the next, from one region of the South to
portions of the North, from the cotton, to t~sugar, to the rice plantation were
obviously different, but a cross-textual analysis of Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince's
texts demonstrates that the experiences of these African antebellum women as
daughters, wives, and mothers have remarkable similarities and confirm the statement
that they "had to go.through a plenty."
Enslaved Women as Daughters
For a brief time, however, life for the female slave was somewhat removed
from the harsh realities of slavery. Beginning with their experiences as daughters,
Gray White informs us that for "slave girls childhood was neither carefree nor
. t
burdensome. For the most part children lived in an age-segregated world so that with
the exception of the elderly slaves, whose responsibility it was to supervise the young,
girls and boys had little contact with adult slaves who were away in the fields most of
the day" (92). However, as the narratives and novels of our four authors confirm, this
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period of tranquility at an early age was very brief and shattered with the realization of
one's status as slave. Adding to their trauma was the more than likely separation from
their family as they approached an age where they would be suitable for sale. The
distressing experience at the auction block began for many the permanent separation
from their family. Thrown into a variety of environments, these authors relate early
experiences of distress in childhood that prompted many of them to seek out other
sources ofparentage, love, and familial bonds that were forever shattered by slavery's
influence. Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince all relate these themes ofchildhood in
their narratives and novels, painting the picture of childhood for the female slave as
less than domestically peaceful. This system separated them from their childhood
havens, tore their families apart at the auction block, and left them abandoned into
servitude. Because of such a tumultuous upbringing our heroines are left to search for
vestiges of motherly love and guidance in those around them and find a motherhood
limited by racial opinions and prejudices. Through the relation of their e.xperiences as
enslaved daughters, these authors expose the reality that sentimental tropes, such as
salvation through motherly love, fall short when in the context of the female slave
experience.
Jacobs, writing as Linda Brent in her narrative, recalls in her first chapter
entitled, "Childhood," that she was born a slave; but never knew it till six years of
happy childhood had passed away (5). Jacobs' comments on slavery's perversion of
her family begin in her realization that she was among the ranks of the enslaved. In
contrast to the commonly separated slave family, Jacobs' mother, father, brother, and
",
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grandmother surround her in her early years. However, the comfort Jacobs enjoys
within this small circle of family meets its end when !acobs becomes aware of her
slave status. The trauma of this discovery is compounded by her mother's death and
soon she finds herself removed from any immediate vestige of maternal influence:
"When I was six years old, my mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by
the talk around me, that I was a slave" (Jacobs 3). Using Gloria T. Randal's essay,
"Between the Rock and the Hard Place: Mediating Spaces in Harriet Jacobs' Incidents
in the Life ofa Slave Girl," and her utilization of psychoanalytic theory to explore'
Brent's search for a mother, we can see how the juxtaposition of these two major
events, Brent's awareness ofher slave status and the loss ofher mother, affected
Brent's psychic development in critical ways. Furthermore, Randal helps establish
that Brent's pursuit ofmother enabled her to express anger at slavery's perversion of
the family as well as sentimental fiction's incompatibility with the realities of the
female slave experience.
The mother, according to Sigmund Freud, is "unique, without parallel,
established unalterably for a whole lifetime as the first and strongest love-object and
as the prototype of all later love relations" (Outline 45). Brent's proud image ofher
mother, whom she remembered as "a slave merely in name, but in nature noble and
womanly" (Jacobs 3), persists throughout the narrative. But despite these sentiments
the abrupt end of Brent's mother's care left Brent abandoned early on in her crucial,
formative years. In perhaps an instinctive awareness of this incomplete internalization
process, Randal remarks, Brent embarked upon a continuous search for an external
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maternal figure (Randall). After her mother's death, two surrogate mothers are
connected to Brent by blood, her grandmother and her Aunt Nancy; another, the white
mistress ofthe plantation, is linked to Brent as well. Brent noted that this mistress was
"the foster sister of my mother," as they were "both nourished at my grandmother's
breast," an image that clearly promotes the idea ofa familial bond (Jacobs 3).
However, in a tone of anger, Brent notes that her own mother was weaned at three
months so that "the [white] babe might obtain sufficient food" (3). Such comments on
her mother's early weaning expose the anger Brent felt at slavery's perversion of her
mother's upbringing to the extent that slavery perverted the most instinctive and
natural bonds between mother and child. Slavery siphoned the very physical
nourishment as well as the vital emotional nourishment fostered between mother and
child that began at the mother's breast.
Clearly the most constant and influential mother figure in Brent's life was her
grandmother, a freed slave who remains on the plantation and who, with deep
affection, provides loving care to her grandchildren. Yet, her nurturing, while crucial
to Jacobs' development, is not unilaterally beneficent. Hazel Carby characterizes the
grandmother as embodying "aspects of true womanhood; the source of a strong moral
code in the midst of an immoral system. . . pure and pious, a fountainhead of physical
and spiritual sustenance" (57). However, despite this praise, Brent's grandmother
intimidates not only her master, Dr. Flint, but Brent as well with her imposing and
uncompromising righteousness. Aunt Marthy, as she was called, condemns out of
hand any act of immorality on the part of the slaves at the same time that she urges
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obedience of the laws of slavery. Angry and confused, Jacobs is left to conclude that,
"most earnestly did she strive to make us feel that [our enslavement] was the will of
God .... and .... we ought to pray for contentment" (14). Randal concludes that the
grandmother is at once Jacobs' ideal and her nemesis -on the one hand, an exemplary
model that she can never hope to emulate; on the other, an unrealistic, disempowering
model from whom she wants to break free (3). Jacobs' frustration with and
disconnection from her grandmother leave her unsatisfied. Jacobs irrevocably defies
her grandmother in her relations with Mr. Sands and does so with an acceptance of the
limitations of the older woman's moral code and the realities of the external world. In
a number of ways, Carby helps us to conclude, Jacobs' figure ofher grandmother
embodies aspects of a true womanhood; however, the quality of conventional
womanhood that the grandmother possessed ultimately left Jacobs unfulfilled (57).
Like her grandmother, sentimental fiction is imposing and uncompromisingly
condemns the realities of slave life. Their tumultuous relationship reflects the
relationship between the black female author of the nineteenth century and sentimental
fiction's cult of true womanhood.
The early loss ofher mother and the difficulty she has relating to her
grandmother engender a spirit of anger and rebellion in Brent that is carried over to the
pages ofher narrative. As Randal's psychoanalysis ofBrent's perpetual search for
mother shows, slavery perverted the bond between mother and child rendering black
females incapable of embracing the most necessary of sentimental bonds -that of
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mother and child. Brent's continual and failed search for maternal nurturing is
indicative ofher subjection to an unconscionable social and literary system.
Harriet Wilson, a daughter abandoned of immediate maternal influence and
subjected like Brent to the reprehensible social system of servitude, relates her
struggles with domesticity as a victim of servitude in the North. In the preface to Our
Nig, Wilson reveals her motives for writing: "Deserted by kindred, disabled by failing
health, I am forced to some experiment which shall aid me in maintaining myself and
child without extinguishing this feeble life" (Wilson n. p.). Angelyn Mitchell offers a
quick synopsis ofWilson's story in her essay "Her Side of the Story: A Feminist
Analysis of Two Nineteenth-Century Antebellum Novels -William Wells Brown's
Ciotell and Harriet E. Wilson's Our Nig." Our Nig is Alfrado or Frado, another tragic
mulatto and one of two children born from a marriage between a poor white woman,
Mag Smith, and a black man, Jim. Prior to the racially mixed union Mag has already
been ostracized by her own people because she has given birth to an illegitimate child
who dies soon after birth. To escape this disgrace she moves away, only to discover
that the "publicity of her fall" has followed her (Wilson 7). Living a wretched
existence marked by poverty and loneliness, she accepts the offer of marriage by Jim,
a "kind-hearted African" who pities her plight (9). Of this liaison, Wilson comments
that Mag "has descended another step down the ladder of infamy" (13). The two
manage to live their lives comfortably until Jim dies of consumption. Once more,
Mag finds it difficult to survive and marries another black man, Seth Shipley, Jim's
business partner. Because of difficult times, they decide, at Seth's insistence, to
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abandon the children and leave town. Pretty and spirited, Alfrado is, at the age of six,
abandoned at the big, white, two-story house owned by the Bellmonts, a white family
of the North. She grows up as an indentured servant and is ruled by the evil Mrs.
Bellmont and her equally demonic daughter, Mary. Alfrado grows up overworked and
constantly beaten and embarks upon her life deprived of the love and care so vital to
the sentimental tradition.
Love and its absence, in) the broadest sense of caring and desiring care, is
precisely what informs Wilson's text (Mitchell 14). Wilson is obviously concerned
with the sociopolitical dimensions of indentured servitude; her very title condemns
Northern indentured servitude. However, Wilson diverges from this theme and her
concerns resonate with her desire for love and her desire for personal and economic
freedom. These desires revolve around her use of the sentimental novel tradition. By
placing her analysis of slavery and American cultural values directly within the
context of the familial relationship, Wilson offers us a complex portrait of the African
American mother-daughter relationship in the North (Mitchell 15). Technically, of
course, Frado is not a slave but an indentured servant. But as Julia Stem stresses in
her essay, "Excavating Genre in Our Nig," Frado is treated as if"she were a house
servant under plantation slavery" (441). Thus, as Carby suggests, to read Our Nig as a
slave narrative or as an "allegory of a slave narrative set in the 'free' North makes
perfect sense" (43).
Frado, Wilson's protagonist, makes her introduction into the story in her
journey as an indentured servant adjusting to the harsh conditions of the Bellmont
15
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house -a place far removed from domestic tranquility. Frado's early-orphaned
condition leaves her lacking a caring, nurturing society of women and she emerges
into womanhood unprotected, uncherished, and uncared for. Thus, the story she tells
is aroused by her sense of childhood deprivation and rage (Stern 445). While the
novel's sentimental framewptk attempts to function as a structure of containment, it
cannot quite suppress the rage seething beneath Wilson's story. Her haunting
representation ofher experience as an abandoned daughter plays out within the
context of a domestic ideology that defies white notions of the mother-daughter bond.
Contrary to Jane Tompkins assertion that the mother, in sentimental fiction, served as
the font of salvation (125), scenes emerge from Frado's story of a white mother figure
abusing a racially mixed child. Frado as an abject and abandoned child ofher white
motheremerges into the surrogate slave-child of her violent white mistress. She may
not seek out such amaternal surrogate in Mrs. Bellmont, but she becomes the target of
abuse from this tainted image of the white motherhood. In a perverse distortion of the
mother-daughter bond so idealized in American women's writing of the 1850's, the
mother-daughter union in Our Nig is transformed into a triangular relation in which
the adult and adolescent Bellmont women consummate their connection in a horrific
spectacle ofphysical violence against Frado (Stern 452). On entering the Bellmont
household, the six-year-old Frado imagines that "she should by remaining, be in some
relation to white people she was never favored with before" (Wilson 28). Little did
she know that she had entered an association with a maternal surrogate whose only
desire was to "subdue her" and to "keep her down" (33). In this expose ofnorthern
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white motherhood, Wilson takes aim at northern domestic sentimentalists. For
Wilson, the mother-daughter bond forged between her and Mrs. Bellmont becomes a
burden rather than an avenue toward salvation. Wilson turns true womanhood on its
head, proving it false by cataloguing the hours of torture and mistreatment from Mrs.
Bellmont. Furthermore, Frado expresses her rage at this relationship and at her
predicament as an indentured servant abandoned by her mother in a scene in which
Frado a!1d James are engaged in a conversation about God:
James led her into Aunt Abby's, where he knew they were welcome. They
chatted awhile until Frado seemed cheerful; then James led her to her room,
and waited until she retired.
"Are you glad I've 'come home?" asked James.
"Yes; ifyou won't let me be whipped tomorrow."
"You won't be whipped. You must try to be a good girl," counseled James.
"If! do, I get whipped;" sobbed the child. "They won't believe what I say.
Oh, I wish I had my mother back; then I should not be kicked and whipped so.
Who made me so?"
"God;" answered James.
"Did God make you?"
"Yes."
"Who made Aunt Abby?"
"God."
"Who made your mother?"
"God."
"Did the same God that made her make me?"
"Yes."
"Well, then, I don't like him." (50-51).
Through conversations such as these, Wilson testifies to the inadequacy of the mother-
daughter bond so fundamental to sentimental fiction in relation to her experience as an
indentured servant in the North.
There are other examples ofmaternal surrogates in Harriet Wilson's Our Nig
that shed a more positive light on the mother-daughter bond as expressed in
17
sentimental fiction, however, these relationships are still at best fragmented and
overshadowed by servitude's dark influence. In Aunt Abby, Jane Bellmont, and Mrs.
Walker, Frado finds some positive vestiges of motherhood. Aunt Abby and Jane
Bellmont, although powerless to release Frado from the abuses ofMrs. Bellmont and
Mary Bellmont, offer Frado the kind of motherly sympathy and compassion that she
never received from her own biological mother. Like Aunt Abby and Jane, Mrs.
Walker offers Frado sympathy from a mother's position. However,. her role as mother
in Frado's life is displaced and fragmented. Mrs. Walker takes the adult Frado into
her home, before the latter's unfortunate marriage, stands in for the good mother
utterly missing from the fictive world of Our Nig. Significantly however, Mrs.
Walker is introduced as an object oflove from whom Frado is separated by
geographical distance (Stern 444). Mrs. Walker's maternal nurture is figured as a
trace, its. emotional benefits never fully present. In these failing surrogate mothers
Wilson reveals that in a slaveholding society, North or South, the home, the arena of
the mother, is not a haven from the heartless world but a reproduction of it (Stern
440).
Hannah Crafts' novel, The Bondswoman's Narrative, echoes these sentiments
of the fragmented childhood of the enslaved. Most likely written in the late 1850's,
Crafts' tale tells the adventures of a young slave as she makes her way to freedom in
the North by escaping ffom her plantation in North Carolina. Tracking her heroics
from birth to her successful escape into freedom in New Jersey, Hannah Crafts tells
her readers of a self-educated young house slave who knows her life is limited by the
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brutalities of slave society but with an unswerving resolve makes it her mission to flee
from her slave past and embark on afr~~ain, future. Like Jacobs and
Wilson, Crafts' story begins with an assertion of her identity as a slave: "No one ever
spoke of my father and mother, but soon I learned what a curse was attached to my
race, soon learned that the African blood in my veins would forever exclude me from
the higher walks oflife" (6). Such a "tag," as James Olney states in his essay, '''I Was
Born:' Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as Literature," was
intended to attest to the real existence of the narrator and firmly establish their
existence (52). Such an assertion, he moves to conclude, was one of identity and in
identity is freedom -freedom from slavery, freedom from ignorance, freedom from
non-being, freedom even from time (54). Thus, in her identification as a slave Crafts
begins for her readers her pursuit of freedom and her decision to tell her side of
slavery's story. Far from a frail hand, Crafts throws out sentimental notions of
females as the frail and weak sex. This is only the beginning of Crafts' critique of
white sentimental notions of womanhood.
Crafts, like so many slave narrators, began her storytelling with her childhood.
Brought up by no one in particular with no one to care for her until she was able to
work, Crafts' protagonists starts as a mere face in the crowded ranks of slavery.
Crafts' initial separation from her mother and father is never discussed: "I had no
mother, no friend" (8). Without parents to cultivate her morally, "the birds of the air,"
she testifies, were not freer from moral culture than she was (5); she grew up unaware
of right and wrong. The absence of a mother figure meant for Crafts the absence of
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moral education. Of one fact she was sure, "that toil unremitted unpaid toil must be
my lot and portion, without even the hope or expectation ofanything better" (7).
Such statements as these exhibit Crafts' anger at slavery's perversion of her birth and
sentimentality's passing ofjudgment on her in a situation beyond her control. The
only lesson she was taught as a child was that her worth was determined by the color
ofher skin and the future that it meant for her. Without a mother to guide her morally,
Crafts embarked into the world a fragmented and incomplete individual. Slavery had
perverted her upbringing, while sentimentality proclaimed her morally disadvantaged.
As such she grew from a child into a young slave woman fostering a sense of anger at
these abstract entities that defined her without knowing her situation.
Crafts moved from this state of anger to forge familial bonds with individuals
she met, as she grew older. She sought out a surrogate mother and father in a white
couple who taught her to read. "One day while sitting on a little bank, beneath the
shade of some large trees, at a short distance from my playmates, an aged woman
approached me. She was white, and looked venerable with her gray hair smoothly put
back beneath a plain sun bonnet, and I recollected having seen her once or twice at my
master's house whither she came to sell salves and ointments, and hearing it remarked
that she was the wife of a sand-digger and very poor" (7). Eagerly and joyfully, Crafts
came to their little cottage around the foot of the hill and learned to read and learned
"though a slave I must be good and trust in God" (9). She entreated them to buy her,
but not having the means they regretfully had to decline. Crafts becomes aware that
love and family life for the slave is ruled by the economy of slavery. A dearth of
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monetary funds had rendered these surrogate parents incapable ofpurchasing her.
They loved her, and she was amazed at "how much love and confidence and affection"
she won with these surrogate parents (Crafts 11). Such statements show Crafts'
method of giving and receiving love -both are perverted by her status as slave. Love
from Aunt Hetty, for Crafts, is not liberating; salvation through motherly love does not
apply to the slave situation. Crafts looked toward these surrogates for love, a love to
allievate the anger she felt at her plight as an abandoned daughter of slaves. Thinking
herself forever undeserving of such affection, love for Crafts will always be warped as
an emotion achieved through a sense of duty and servitude.
Other surrogate mothers come and go in Crafts' journey toward freedom; but
these vestiges of motherhood too, are jaded by slavery's influence. Mrs. Henry,
Crafts' mistress at the "Forget me not" plantation, became a sort of surrogate mother
for Crafts. Hannah entreats her to purchase her, "why not tempt you to accept the
service of one who would be so faithful devoted, and zealous to serve you everyday -
who would do her utmost in all possible things. You would never repent it, you could
not repent it, because we should both be happier" (126). On her knees, weeping, and
begging Mrs. Henry to buy her, Crafts puts her dignity aside and vows to serve her
with unswerving devotion and love. Yet again, Crafts' sense of love is intermixed
with a sense ofduty, which was her "unpaid toil" as an enslaved member ofher race
(6). Love for Crafts becomes an emotion intertwined with her fate as a woman of
color, expressed toward her superiors through the avenue of servitude. Without her
own mother to teach her the dynamics oflove and its purity, Crafts continually suffers
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from her own misunderstanding of love and duty. Consequently, Crafts' search for a
mother and her selection of surrogates is inadequate to her needs when she is doomed
to love only from a position of subordination. Only in her dreams is she able to love a
mother, whom she has never met, without confusing such love with a sense of service.
"A pleasant slumber sealed my eyelids, and I enjoyed a blessed dream of my mother,
whom I have never seen. My angel mother, I loved then, I still love to fancy that she
was near me at the time; that spirit herself she influenced me spiritually, and that her
blessed and holy presence was made the medium of my consolation" (80). This
heavenly presence gives her the respite she needs from the continual pursuit of
motherly affection and guidance that slavery had taken away from her. More
importantly though, this dream communicates the reality that Crafts will forever have
to dream of the mother taken away from her by slavery. Crafts' experience as a
daughter in slavery shows, like that of Wilson and Jacobs, that slavery had destroyed
the mother-daughter bond characterized by sentimental fictionas the provider of
salvation; ther~fore she had to go in search of a replacement. More often than not, as a
person forced to love from a subordinated position, the love she forged in these
surrogacy relationships was convoluted by her racial obligation to serve. The anger
she felt at this perverted sense of love is communicated through her novel and testifies
to sentimental literature's inefficiency in expressing the realities of her experience.
Mary Prince, in The History ofMary Prince, also exposes the inadequacies of
sentimentality in her account of her experience as a slave written to expose the
realities of slavery, so that "they," the readers, "may break our chains and set us free"
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(74). Prince's narrative, according to literary critic Sandra Pouchet Pacquet's essay,
"The Heartbeat of a West Indian Slave," begins conventionally: "I was born at
Brackish-Pond, in Bennuda, on a fann belonging to Mr. Charles Myners" (57). What
is important about Prince's beginnings is that she knows where she was born, and she
knows both ofher parents. "My mother was a household slave; and my father, whose
name was Prince, was a sawyer belonging to Mr. Trimmingham, a shipbuilder at
Crow-Lane" (57). In a relatively nuclear familial beginning, Prince describes her
home life: "I was under her [the mother's] own care, and my little brothers and sisters
were my play-fellows and companions .... The tasks given to us children were light,
and we used to play together with Miss Betsey," the daughter ofher mistress, "with as
much freedom almost as if she had been our sister" (58). For Prince, "this was the
happiest period of my life; for I was too young to understand rightly my condition as a
slave, and too thoughtless and full of spirits to look forward to the days of toil and
sorrow" (49).
Too soon, however, this familial tranquility shatters in a heart-wrenching scene
that occurs at the auction block: "The black morning at length came; it came too soon
for my poor mother and us. Whilst she was putting on us the new osnaburgs in which
we were to be sold, she said in a sorrowful voice, 'See I am shrouding my poor
children; what a task for a mother!' . . .. 1saw then my sisters led forth, and sold to
different owners; so that we had not the sad satisfaction of being partners in bondage .
. . . It was a sad parting; one went one way, one another, and our poor mammy went
home with nothing" (63). Upon her sale, the bond between Mary, her mother, and her
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brothers and sisters ended, and they are ultimately separated. The bond between
mother and child cannot compete with slavery's brutality. Because of this, Prince
seeks out surrogate mothers and family members like our other authors.
In her search for a replacement for her mother, Prince finds that Tompkins
claim that salvation is achieved through motherly love (125), falls short when in the
context of the female slave experience. Not only does Prince find this in her
relationship with her biological mother but also in the surrogate she selects. Hetty, a
French black enslaved at Spanish Point under Captain I--, became a source oflove and
guidance for young Prince while separated from her mother and father. However, this
source of motherly sympathy is demolished when Hetty meets her de~th by the hands
ofher master. "Poor Hetty, my fellow slave, was very kind to me, and I used to call
her my Aunt; but she led a most miserable life, and her death was hastened (at least
the slaves all believed and said so,) by the dreadful chastisement she received from my
master during her pregnancy" (Prince 67). The story happened as follows:
"One of the cows had dragged the rope away from the stake to which Hetty
fastened it, and got loose. My master flew into a terrible passion, and ordered
the poor creature to be stripped quite naked, not withstanding her pregnancy,
and to be tied up to a tree in the yard. He then flogged her as hard as he could
lick, both with the whip and cow-skin, till she was all over streaming with
blood. He rested, and then beat her again and again. Her shrieks were terrible.
The consequence was that poor Hetty was brought to bed before her time, and
was delivered after severe labour of a dead child. She appeared to recover
after her confinement, so far that she was repeatedly flogged by both master
and mistress afterwards; but her former strength never returned to her. Ere
long her body and limbs swelled to a great size; and she lay on a mat in the
kitchen, till the water burst out ofher body and she died" (67).
Hetty's death had a profound effect on Prince. "It filled me with horror. I could not
hear to think about it; yet it was always present to my mind for many a day" (67).
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This disturbing memory that haunted Prince's mind indicates the pain and anger she
felt at Hetty's death. Murdered by her master, Hetty can no longer serve as the font of
motherly sympathy and cherishment for Prince. Prince's surrogate mother-daughter
bond is destroyed by the harsh realities of her circumstance as a woman of color in a
system of subordination. Her horror and anger at Hetty's slaying communicate the
disgust she feels at slavery's destruction ofher family. But most importantly it
illustrates that when in the context of the female slave experience the mother-daughter
bond is plagued by the horrors of slavery. Like Jacobs, Wilson, and Crafts, Prince's
experience as a daughter whose real mother is ripped from her embrace, thereby
forcing her to seek out other sources of love, is plagued by the harsh realities of
slavery. This illustrates that when in the context of slavery, the mother-daughter
bond fails to offer salvation. Love from a mother or mother figures, for our authors,
could not save them from the circumstances associated with the color of their skin and
the brutalities of their white masters.
Enslaved Women as Wives and Victims of Sexual Abuse
Brutality for our authors did not end in their childhoods; in fact it was merely
the beginning. As they progressed from childhood into adulthood the complexities of
the female slave experience as a young woman, a wife, and as a victim of sexual abuse
played themselves out in the pages of our authors' works. Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and
Prince confront the prevailing themes of domesticity and the cult of true womanhood
that dominated the literary landscape of the nineteenth century through relating their
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experiences with marriage and domination by their masters. As enslaved women -as
wives, lovers, and victims of sexual abuse- these authors struggled to resist the
ideological implications ofthe sentimental novel that ultimately proclaimed the
realities of their marriages and unions undignified. As black women these authors
could not adopt the conventions ofpersonhood espoused by the sentimental novel and
unlike their experiences as daughters they actively retaliate against domestic fiction's
template for womanhood where the woman was, above all else, required to be sexually
pure. In a language of anger, they formulated their own versions of good and evil
when it came to sex and love. In doing so they challenged their readers to rethink the
dominant themes ofpurity and marriage so they could include the real experiences of
black women.
The only discussion of romantic love for Jacobs occurs in chapter seven ofher
narrative, "The Lover." Other than this, romance is largely absent from her work.
Jacobs seems caught between the cult of true womanhood and the realities of her own
experiences and faces a moral dilemma. Through Brent, she calls for a revised code of
romance and love for slave women, insisting, "... I feel that the slave woman ought
not to be judged by the same standards as others" (56). Jacobs' journey through love
begins in an encounter with a young free carpenter. She loved him "with the ardor of
a young girl's first love" (37). However, even this first love, in its most pure form of
infatuation, is tainted by the dynamics of the slave system. Jacobs brings us some
clarity when she writes, "But when I reflected that I was a slave, andthat the laws
gave no sanction to marriage ofsuch, my heart sank within me. My lover wanted to
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buy me; but I knew that Dr. Flint was too willful and arbitrary a man to consent to that
arrangement" (37). For Jacobs, love requires purchase. Within the confines of slavery
she cannot marry for the laws do not sanction such a union. The only means by which
she and her lover could be together is ifhe purchases her. In a battle between being
loved and being valued as property, Jacobs is left to conclude "the dream of my
girlhood was over" (43). Karen Sanchez-Eppler in a literary critical article entitled,
"Bodily Bonds: The Intersecting Rhetorics of Feminism and Abolition," captures the
intersection of slavery and marriage. The merger of slavery and marriage redefines
love and protection as terms of ownership, thereby identifying Jacobs as an object of
transaction (Sanchez-Eppler 92). The horror ofmarriage for Jacobs is the collapse of
the difference between love and slavery; therefore love, for Jacobs is rendered an
impossibility. Caught in tangled web oflove, property, and abuse from her master,
true love for Jacobs will forever be a dream.
Marriage for Jacobs may forever remain a dream but she does realize her
potential to have children. In an effort to dodge further sexual exploitation at the
hands of her master, Dr. Flint has children with Mr. Sands. Telling her story of
submission in her tenth chapter "A Perilous Passage in the Slave Girl's Life," Jacobs
relates the most difficult decision ofher life. "And now reader, I come to a period in
my unhappy life, which I would gladly forget if I could. The remembrance fills me
with sorrow and shame. It pains me to tell you of it; but I have promised to tell you
the truth, and I will do it honestly, let it cost me what it may .... The influences of
slavery had had the same effect on me that they did on other young girls; they had
27
made me prematurely knowing, concerning the evil ways of the world. I knew what I
did and I did it with deliberate caiculation" (53-54). In this statement Jacobs urges her
readers not to judge her so harshly because as a slave girl the white notions of
womanhood and purity do not apply to her situation. In her story, Jacobs
demonstrates how love and marriage are desecrated under a system in which African
American women such as herself are forced to make similar decisions. Linda Grasso,
in her book The Artistry ofAnger: Black and White Women's Literature in America:
1820-1860, comments that as both a woman and a mother, Linda Brent is held hostage
by a culture that deprives black women of choice, dignity, and power (36). The
struggle of Linda Brent (Harriet Jacobs) to retain some control over her sexuality
climaxed in a confession ofher loss of virtue. Jacob carefully negotiates her way
between satisfying the moral expectations of the cult of true womanhood and
criticizing an ideology that condemns her as immoral (Carby 58). Jacobs' calculated
decision to have children by Mr. Sands reveals the fact that such an ideology of sexual
purity is a racialized concept that excludes black womanhood. Moreover, she exposes
the fact that white women use this racial factor and the power it supplies over their
slaves to maintain the status quo. Carby helps us understand this maneuver in a
selection from her book Reconstructing Womanhood: "Ultimately it was this racial
factor that defined the source of power ofwhite women over their slaves, for in a
position of dependence on the patriarchal system herself, the white mistress identified
her interests with the maintenance of the status quo (55)." Linda Brent concluded:
No matter whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fairs as her
mistress. In either case, there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult,
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from violence, or even from death; all these are inflicted by friends who bear
the shape ofmen. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim, has
no other feelings toward her but those ofjealousy and rage (56-57).
Jacobs critiques at the same time the expectations ofwhite womanhood and those who
work so hard to enforce it -white mistresses. Jacobs critiques a system that leaves her
scathed by the realities of sexual exploitation and the expectations of white
womanhood that work only to maintain the power base of white females. in
expressing her anger at this, in the preceding quotation, Jacobs begins to reshape the
~tions of the sentimental novel and the cult of true womanhood. By making this
decision to have children by Mr. Sands, she protects herself from Dr. Flint's advances
and helps herself to subvert the demands of American womanhood that truly do not
apply to her situation, nor do they protect her. That Jacobs herself chooses her sexual
partneA refusing to take the stance of a passively selected woman, undermines images
of the slave and the woman as powerless and submissive (Maclay Doriani 210). She
shows that the clear moral categories of good and evil espoused by the domestic novel
are blurred for those under slavery's fists. Jacobs challenges her readers to think about
the complex circumstances of the female slave's experience in love and marriage and
to think about the complex relationship between good and evil for the enslaved.
In Our Nig Harriet Wilson critiques the experiences of love and marriage for
the enslaved by the portrait she paints ofher mother and father's relationship and in
the conclusion ofher novel where she is abandoned by her mate and left to fend for
her and her son by herself. In Mag Smith, Frado's white mother, we find a complex
treatment of good and evil. As Beth Maclay Doriani suggests, in her essay "Black
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Womanhood in Nineteenth Century America," Wilson portrays Mag "as a victim of a
sneering world, not her own sexuality" (215). Mag gives birth to a child out of
wedlock and becomes a public disgrace, which would allow Wilson to criticize Mag's
actions. But instead Wilson paints her mother as a victim and subverts the moral
standards of the cult of true womanhood:
Mag's new home was soon contaminated by the publicity of her fall; she had a
feeling of degradation oppressing her; but she resolved to be circumspect, and
try to regain in a measure what she had lost. Then some foul-tongue would jest
of her shame, and averted looks and cold greetings disheartened her. She saw
she could not bury in forgetfulness her misdeed, so she resolved to leave her
home and seek another in the place she at first fled from ..... Who can tell
what numbers, advancing just far enough to hear a cold welcome and join in
the reserved converse ofprofessed reformers, disappointed, disheartened, have
chosen to dwell in unclean places, rather than encounter these 'holier-than-
thou' of the great brotherhood of man (7)!
Wilson refuses to portray her,mother as evil and instead portrays her as the victim of
the economics of indentured servitude and professed "holier-than-thous." In this
selection she reacts with anger at those reformers who would proclaim her mother as
unclean when Mag would rather dwell in an unclean place than cohabitate with such
individuals.
Wilson dissembles white notions ofwomanhood once more in the story she
tells of Frado's own marriage and experiences as a victim of sexual abuse. In the final
sections of the novel, Frado's husband's actions are less than admirable-he abdicates
his responsibility as father and abandons Fracto, whose health is failing due to her
mistreatment at the Bellmonts. It is, then, to care for her son, that she decides to sell
her own story. Because ofher husband's abandonment and illegitimate status as slave
-Samuel passed as a slave and lectured on the abolitionist circuit- that she is forced to
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write her novel. P. Gabriel Foreman suggests in her essay "The Spoken and The
Silen~ed in Incidents in the Life ofa Slave Girl and Our Nig," that this ending to
Frado's story echoes the trouble seen in Frado's mother's marriage. Wilson reveals
the problematics of "legitimate" marriages when marriage as a trope for protective
affectional union collides with Northern economies of race (Foreman 321). The
realities of the hctrdships of the economics ofNorthern indentured servitude take
Samuel from her, and like her mother she is abandoned. Still Frado herself, like her
mother does not die. But abandoned and unprotected by the paternal on all levels, by
her parents and the Bellmonts, she asserts her own agency by choosing to tell her
story. Her decision to tell her story allows her to critique the way indentured servitude
thwarts attempts at forming legitimate marriages, while simultaneously diverting from
the sentimental convention of the frail and feeble woman. By keeping Frado alive and
pursuing her own means, Wilson provides sentimental fiction with an alternative to the
weak woman that is more in tune with the experiences of enslaved woman of the
South and the indentured woman of the North.
Another indicator of Wilson's resistance to the sentimental formula is her
decision not to end her novel with the domestically tranquil ending. Domestic novels
typicully ended happily: the heroine finding fulfillment in marriage, family, and her
home. The domestic ideal placed women in the home sequestered away from the
marketplace and political arena, the woman finding her greatest happiness in domestic
relations (Maclay Doriani 205). Thus by leaving Frado abandoned by her husband
confronting a harsh capitalistic society very much outside the safe walls of the home,
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Wilson confronts the personification of the ideal woman who was pious, pure,
domestic, and submissive. By leaving her ending quite ambiguous, Wilson subverts
the domestic tradition. Frado's ability, or her confidence in her ability, to survive
alone meant that she did not hope to meet the white woman's ideal ofwomanhood,
since fragility -even death- were associated by whites with innocence, purity, and
femininity. Frado departs the novel beaten and bruised and certainly not fragile and
therefore she willingly fails to uphold the virtues of innocence and purity. As Maclay
Doriani concludes in her essay, for Jacobs and Wilson an accurate definition of
womanhood includes not only domesticity, relationships with their children and
others, but also the qualities of resourcefulness, personal strength, and the ability to
. survive on their own (212).
Wilson, like Jacobs, also sets out to redefine understandings of the gendered
realms ofmen and women defined in the sentimentalist genre. After Frado's ninth
year, when Mrs. Bellmont removes her from school and plunges her into the depths of
indentured servitude, Frado takes comfort in the attention and affection of the male
workers employed on the Bellmont farm. Julia Stem stresses in her essay "Excavating
Genre in Our Nig," thatthe admiration of these figures arises from sexual desire does
not diminish the abject child's appreciation ofmale interest in her well-being (450).
To Frado's mind, masculine concern is far preferable to feminine interest because in
the feminine sphere all she has ever known is violence. While Frado cultivates the
workers voyeurisms though exhibitionist frolicking and a penchant for practical jokes,
she never mistakes their amused attention for the sadistic pleasure the Bellmont
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women take in torturing her (Stem 450). Thus, in an interesting twist, Frado avoids
the kitchen and the woman's sphere and prefers the public realm and company of men.
Far from being a safe haven, Wilson portrays the kitchen and wo~en's sphere as a
place of torment and torture for Frado, thereby subverting the image of the
domestically tranquil sphere of women.
The sexual dynamics of Frado's relationship with the Bellmont women does
not preclude her presence as a sexual being while in the company of the Bellmont
men. Frado wishes for release from the violent female hand of her mistress through
death or for a future of servitude with James or John Bellmont as her master. Though
the reader is led to believe that Frado has fallen in love with either or both of these
brothers, her ability to experience her own desire has been so brutally redirected that
she can wish only to serve them in a relationship ofjoyful submission to their
compulsion to dominate (Stem 451). Julia Stem adds some clarity when she
comments that "despite the fact that Frado is figured as a female object who arouses
the sexual desire of others, Jack anq her husband Samuel, her own passion -beyond a
wish to wait on the ones she loves and to have her pain diminished -is expressed
though passive-aggressive, self-destructive yearnings" (453). Frado, in a bizarre
death-bed scene, actually desires to merge her own ailing body with the near-corpse of
the dying James; after he dies she wishes to see him in the grave, as if her only hope of
experiencing the pleasures of shared domesticity lies six feet underground: "As she
saw his body lowered in the grave she wished to share it; but she was not fit to die.
She could not go where he was if she did" (99). The narrowness of Frado's dreams in
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love reflects the dark cultural reality of enslaved women in love. For Frado, love
means a cessation ofher experiences ofbrutality within the walls of the Bellmont
household. Love for Frado does not focus on the blissful union ofman and wife, love
means relief from her present economic reality as an indentured servant. The
circumstances of Frado's indentured servitude have made it impossible for her to love
as the sentimentalist genre portrays it and Wilson refuses to submit to this template
and leaves her heroine without love at the conclusion ofher story. As Beth Maclay
Doriani concludes, "Our Nig can end only in uncertainty, ifit is to have integrity"
(218).
Hannah Crafts, like Wilson and Jacobs, ends her novel The Bondswoman 's
Narrative resisting the sentimental formula as well. Further highlighting the racial
constructions and myths concerning marriage with which African American women
writers struggled as they wrote fiction Crafts resists marriage on all fronts. As a black
woman, Hannah Crafts could not adopt the conventions ofwomanhood as understood
within the confines of sentimental marriage. Crafts addresses these complexities in
her discussion ofher own views ofmarriage and her encounters with others'
experiences with love. She shows the way slavery perverts any and all attempts at
love in her journey from slave to free, beginning with the wife ofher first owner who,
through Mr. Trappe, is exposed as a slave. The mystery of her heritage is unraveled
and the marriage as well as the love shared between the two partners is terminated; as
a result the mistress must flee the plantation and takes Crafts along as an aid.
Ultimately, this tumultuous journey of flight leads to the mistress' death. Crafts and
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her mistress encounter a crazed old lady in their journey toward freedom whose
lamentations on her own situation ironically serve as poignant comments of their own
plight: "Well, I had a friend once. I had a lover once. I had children once; I had a
husband once, but I have nothing now, neither friend, nor lover, nor child, nor
husband; all deserted me when I came here, but misery dwells in palaces I always
heard that" (81). The mistress' home with her former husband was often described
like a palace, and like this old woman all she had was lost when her secret was
revealed. Crafts, through this interesting story within her story, makes a comment on
slavery and its ability to shatter the most domestically tranquil scenes. When thought
white, the mistress and her master had the most tranquil of domestic lives. They lived
in a palace, threw incredible parties, and lived in a domestic utopia where the wife
ruled supreme. Once "outed" by Mr. Trappe this domestic dream came crashing
down. Crafts shows that slavery's influence is far too powerful to combat; she is left
to conclude "any situation involving marriage can only be filled with profit, honor,
and advantage by the free" (130).
Crafts makes such a conclusion after a discussion of a wedding performed in
her master's house. She "thought of the young couple, who had so recently taken
vows and incurred the responsibilities ofmarriage -vows and responsibilities
strangely fearful when taken in connection with their servile condition. Did the future
spread before them bright and cloudless? Did they anticipate domestic felicity, and
long years ofwedded love: when their lives, their limbs, their very souls were subject
to the control of another's will; when the husband could not be a liberty to provide a
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home for his wife, nor the wife be permitted to attend to the wants of her husband, and
when living apart in a state of separate bondage they could only meet occasionally at
best, and then might be decreed without a moment's warning to never meet again"
(120). Crafts stresses with marriage for those enslaved came a bevy of uncertainties
and heartaches. A couple could be separated at a moment's notice. The roles of
husband and wife are not able to be realized due to their status as slaves. Marriage, for
Crafts, "necessarily complicates and involves the relation ofmaster and slave, adds
new ties to those already formed, and is at the bottom of many troubles and afflictions
1'1;.;;.
that might otherwise be escaped" (121). Ultimately, marriage meant a perpetuation of
the complicated dynamics between master and slave. Crafts sees through the master's
enthusiasm for his slave's marriage, she is able to flesli out the meaning ofhis joy at
the wedding performed in his parlor. She knows that his happiness is not for the bride
and groom but about those the union will produce later in life, new faces that add new
dollar signs to his account book. Not wishing to add to the ranks of the enslaved nor
wishing to endure the ambiguities that come with marriage, Crafts abstains from it
whole-heartedly. In fact, the prospect of a forced relationship with a slave is what
finally drives her to escape. When she is forced to go to a man's cabin as his future
wife she begins to make plans to escape. When forced into a compulsory union "with
a man whom I could only hate and despise" she arms herself with a rebellious spirit
acting out a virtue unto herself, "that duty to myself and my God actually required it,
and that whatever accidents or misfortunes might attend my flight nothing could be
worse than what threatened my stay" (206). Rather than subject herself to the horrors
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of a forced marriage, Crafts took it upon herself, in an act of defiance and anger, to be
true to her own heart and flee North.
Crafts shows that slavery not only perverts attempts of love by those it
subordinates but those it lifts to positions ofhierarchy. In another story within her
story, Crafts relates the plight of the Cosgroves, the new master and mistress of Crafts'
former place of servitude Lindendale. Mr. Cosgrove had a number of favorites whom
he kept hidden in various parts of the old mansion where he could enjoy their
company without hiS)ife'S knowledge. But one morning when Ms. Cosgrove was
having her hair dressed as she sat in her apartment beneath the windows that
overlooked the garden, two or three beautiful and well-dressed women appeared, each
one carrying a young child. Mrs. Cosgrove "beheld them with speechless amazement"
(174). Mrs. Cosgrove became painfully aware of her husband's leisure activities.
"Rage, jealousy, hate, revenge all burned in her boson. To think that she had been
ri.¢aled by slaves. She, with English and aristocrat blood in her veins" (175). Soon
she demands that Mr. Cosgrove have them dismissed and he agrees to comply with her
wishes. However, his liaisons continue and Mrs. Cosgrove, in a fit of anger, storms up
into the rooms in which these ladies were housed and with what Crafts calls a "strange
inconsistency of nature, her anger and revenge turned not so much against her husband
as the helpless victims ofhis sensuality" (181). All her well-bred politeness and
courteous bearing vanished in a moment as she seized a young mother by the hair and
dragged her to the floor demanding she tell her who and what she was (181). Such a
story exposes the realities of the master-slave-mistress relationship as well as the
37
inconsistency of the mistress' response toward the female slaves, who too were
victims of the master's wayward affections. Here Crafts amends her statement that
marriage within the context of slavery is at best a luxury afforded by the free. This
story exposes the realities ofniarriage and sexual infidelities that made victims ofboth
white mistresses and female slaves. Neither were the benefactresses of the master's
power, not the wife, the slave, nor were their children. Crafts, like Wilson, points out
for her readers that sexual morality, for whites or blacks, is not easily understood
within the confines of a system of slavery. In her unwavering resistance to marriage
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within the confines of slavery, Crafts proves for her readers that too often the lines of
good and evil are blurred by the dominating hands of a white male master and that
such uncertainty proved too much for her heart to bear.
Unlike Crafts, Mary Prince in her History enters into the union of marriage.
After leaving Turk's Island, she was for several years the slave of a Mr. D--, and then
she was hired to work for Mr. John Hill in Antigua. Purchased by the Woods, she
continued to work for them for a number ofyears and while an employee she became
a believer in the Moravian Church. She marries Daniel James, a free black tradesman.
However, their relationship is ultimately terminated in her decision to escape while
overseas with her owners. When Mr. Wood heard ofher marriage, he flew into a great
rage, and sent for Daniel, who was helping build a house for his old mistress. Mr.
Wood asked him who "gave him a right to marry a slave of his? My husband said,
'Sir I am a free man, and thought I had a right to choose a wife; but if! had known
Molly [Mary] was not allowed to have a husband, I should not have asked her to
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marry me'" (Prince 84-85). Mrs. Wood was by far the most vexed about the marriage.
"She could not forgive me for getting married, but stirred up Mr. Wood to flog me .
dreadfully with his horse whip" (85). Mary's thoughts on such a beating reflect the
anger she felt at being beat at time when she should feel joy at her marriage, "I
thought it very hard to be whipped at my time of life for getting a husband" (85).
Soon she realizes that her marriage stands second to her obligation to serve her
mistress. "She was fearful, I think, that I should lose her time, in order to wash and do
things for my husband: but I had then no time to wash for my self; I was obliged to put
out my own clothes, though I was always at the wash-tub" (85). Like Crafts'
lamentation that a bride and groom married on her plantation would not have time to
perform the proper roles ofhusband and wife due to their slave status, Prince quickly
comes to this realization and reacts with anger at her inability to do the most simple of
domestic tasks for her husband -wasil his clothes..
However, Prince's troubles with marriage are further complicated in her
decision to flee her owners while on a trip to England. Separated from her husband, as
a free black in England, the only way she could return to him would be to enslave
herself once again. Prince's appendix is full of letters from Wood to Pringle, her
employer while in England, stating that her husband had taken another wife in hopes
to lure her back to the West Indies. At best, Mary's new found freedom is extremely
limited in that she cannot return to her husband. Prince sacrifices her marriage for
freedom, exposing the truth that freedom takes precedence over marital obligations
when in the context ofthe enslaved female experience.
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Unlike other narratives and novels discussed in this study, Prince's narrative is
largely silent on the subject of sexual abuse. At most, we have careful intimations of
her owner's· sexual exploits when her master, a Mr. D--, requested that she wash him
while he was nude in a bathtub (77). When she finds a place within the Moravian
church her confession of sins reminds us of Jacobs' confession ofhaving sexual
relations with Mr. Sands: "I felt sorry for my sins also. I cried the whole night, but I
was too much ashamed to speak. I prayed God to forgive me" (83). Such a statement
begs for interpretation. Rendered too impure to discuss in any detail, Prince's real
experiences of sexual exploitations are hidden from the reader and we are left to infer.
Most importantly though, these sexual intimations and their lack of explanation show
how the truth of Prince's experiences is shrouded behind the veil of sentimentality's
and abolitionism's fear ofhuman sexuality. Ronald G. Walters tells us that unchecked
human sexuality and the erotic potential Of interracial contact were the most feared
entities by abolitionists and the cult of true womanhood (72). The "fatal anarchy of
the lowest passions" would destroy the pure image of womanhood for abolitionists
and sentimentalists forcing them to look elsewhere for the social rudder they had
affixed to the woman's presence in the family (Walters 78). The body of the female
slave, what Sandra Pouchet Paquet's essay on Prince's work stresses is at the center of
this History, complicates this further. As the victims of white man's sexual
aggression, the female slave exposes the fact that sexuality is intrinsic to any situation
where one's will could be imposed upon another (Walters 76). Prince may not overtly
make it her mission to expose this reality of female slave experience, but the story of
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her sexual violation exists in the margins. Prince makes a case for the assertive black
woman who writes herself into the literary canon and is ready to expose the
inadequacies of the slave system and abolitionist literature; which only looked toward
white women to lead American society through the ills of the nineteenth century.
Furthermore, rather then espousing the sentiments of the cult of true womanhood,
where women are fragile and delicate and one cannot speak of forced sexual relations,
Prince makes the case for the journey of a woman from childhood to womanhood as a
strong and resilient individual despite being a victim of sexual abuse. Suffering from
wounds inflicted by her past owners, Prince survives in England husbandless and
alone testifying to the power of the black woman in the nineteenth century.
Enslaved Women as Mothers
Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince make it known that the slave mother's
decision, voluntary or forced, to reproduce often resulted in precarious circumstances
for both mother and child. Childbearing for enslaved women forced a mother to
contend with the idea ofbringing a helpless being into the ranks of slavery, while
pushing her to realize that as a mother she could not protect her children from the
dangers of the master's lash. Such a realizationhelp~~, Crafts, and
Prince expose the inadequacies ofwhite notions of motherhood when in dialogue with
the enslaved females' experiences as mother. Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince
assert their control as authors and their power as mothers in the handling of this genre
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by revising the conventions of a literary form incompatible with their perilous
experiences as mothers of an enslaved race. In an effort to be true to the
circumstances of the female slave as mother our authors revise the sentimental
tradition by concluding their narratives and novels without the sentimental formula of
home, husband, and children while offering us a multifarious discussion of slavery's
perversion of their experiences as mothers. Out of all the pieces of literature used in
this study, Jacobs offers us the most complex discussion of motherhood. Jacobs
employs, while she subverts, the conventions of sentimental fiction in her journey as a
mother. Jean Fagan Yellin, in her introduction to Jacobs' narrative, stresses that in the
dramatic tale ofJacobs' triumphant efforts to prevent her master from raping her, to
arrange for her children's rescue from him, to hide, to escape, and finally to achieve
freedom, Jacobs simultaneously catalogues her failure to adhere to sexual standards in
which she strongly believes (xvi). Jacobs is incapable of following the standards of
white womanhood and white motherhood but shows her desire to follow these
standards. Jacobs shows her readers the space that she has to mediate as a mother and
as an enslaved female under the harsh rule ofDr. Flint. Her oscillation between
wanting to uphold the sentimental tropes of motherhood and wanting to express her
anger at them illustrates for her readers that she wants to follow white standards of
motherhood while at the same time she resents these standards because she is
incapable of following them. Readers see this tension in Jacobs' relationship with her
children in the anger she feels in relation to her experiences with their father, Mr.
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Sands, her mixture of love and pain at their birth, and finally the anger she feels at
abandoning them in an effort to protect them.
As Jacobs translates her life to the page we as readers become an audience to
her battle to come to terms with her actions as a woman wrestling with the dynamics
of the master-slave relationship from which her experience as mother emerges. When
Dr. Flint began to build a cottage outside of town where he intended to keep her as his
sexual companion, Jacobs became pregnant by her lover, Mr. Sands, and hoped her
master would sell her to him. Jacobs is forced to "choose" Sands; she is forced by Dr.
Flint's behavior to submit herself "willingly" to Mr. Sands (53). Jacobs confided, "I
/
knew the impassable gulf between us but'to be an object of interest to a man who is
not married and not her master is agreeable to the pride and feelings of a slave" (54).
This plan collapsed when Mrs. Flint accused Jacobs of sleeping with her master and
her white lover failed to buy her. Catherine Clinton concludes in her essay "Caught in
the Web of the Big House: Women and Slavery," that this case demonstrates the utter
powerlessness of these women, who more often were pawns than agents in the
complex network of interracial affairs (27). Jacobs' transgressions, P. Gabriel
Foreman states, are forgivable because they are not internal or self-generated but
rather forced upon her by a system (318). Jacobs expresses her understanding of the
unfair circumstances imposed upon her situation in comments like this:
So far as my ways have been crooked, I charge them all upon slavery. It was
that system ofviolence which now left me no alternative but to enact a
falsehood. (Jacobs 218)
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Statements like these make it evident that Jacobs knew the choice she was forced to
make was one unfairly slighted her direction. However, the guilt she feels at this
sexual liaison with Mr. Sands follows her throughout her life and causes her to react
with anger when she is forced to confront white notions of womanhood:
I know I did wrong. No one can feel it more sensibly than I do. The painful
and humiliating memory will haunt me to my dying day. Still, in looking
back, calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the slave woman ought not to
be judged by the same standards as others. (55-56)
Jacobs points out directly that the racialized ideology of the cult of true womanhood
failed to protect the slave woman's situation and demands that her readers be cautious
in their judgment ofher:
But, 0, ye happy women, whose purity has been sheltered from childhood,
who have been free to choose the objects ofyour affection, whose homes are
protected by law, do not judge the poor desolate slave girl too severely! If
slavery had been abolished, I also could have married the man of my choice; I
could have had a home shielded by the laws; and I should have been spared the
painful task of confessing what I am now about to relate; but all my prospects
ha,d been blighted by slavery. (54)
Jacob points out that the female slave body is unprotected by white notions ofpurity
and that expecting women in her circumstance to uphold unrealistic demands ofpurity
is unfair. Jacob wants to keep herself pure and follow the standards of white
womanhood. Jacobs strives, she relates, to do so but ultimately she struggled "alone
,f-
in the powerful grasp of the demon Slavery; and the monster proved too strong for me.
I felt as if I was forsaken by God and man; as if all my efforts must be frustrated; and I
became reckless in my despair" (55). Because of the incompatibility of white notions
of womanhood with the female slave experience, Jacobs demands that such notions be
redefined by the realities she portrays in her slave narrative. The ideological
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definition of the womanhood and motherhood for women in the nineteenth century
excluded the real experiences of the female slave and Jacobs' demands that this
definition be altered to fit her battle with Dr. and Mrs. Flint.
While Jacobs responds to her white critics with anger she responds to the birth
of her children with guilt and remorse. Jacobs begins a complex inversion of white
notions of motherhood by communicating to her readers the complex emotions she
experiences at the birth ofher children. Far from the unwavering joy a mother should
feel at the birth ofher offspring, the sentimental mother's purpose realized, Jacobs
reacts with a mixture oflove and pain. At Benny's birth she laments, "but God let it
live," (60). As Jacobs watched her son and her fondness of him grow, a mixture of
love and pain grew in her heart as well: "I loved to watch his infant slumbers; but
always there was the dark cloud over my enjoyment. I could never forget that he was
a slave. Sometimes I wish he might die in infancy" (62). Such comments illustrate
the tension between the love felt in a mother's heart for the life ofher child but the
pain and guilt she felt at the part she played in dooming its life to one of toil. Similar
comments are made at Ellen's birth but superadded to this is her worry of-her
daughter's future as a female slave:
When they told me my newborn babe was a girl, my heart was heavier than it
had ever been before. Slavery is terrible for me; but it is far more terrible for
women. (77).
Jacobs' comments are justified because in birth her offspring were inaugurated into a
life of toil. As a mother Jacobs cannot offer her children the protection they need and
this, concomitant with the guilt she feels at their slave status, which is a result ofher
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own slave status, disallows her enjoyment of her role as a mother. Jacobs' expressive
writing shows that motherly love, in the context of the female slave experience, cannot
offer salvation. Jacobs' struggles with the "demon Slavery" leave her suffering long-
term battle wounds with this demon monster far too strong for sentimental fiction's
motherly love.
More guilt enters Jacobs' heart when she abandons her children in an effort to
protect them while in flight from her master. During her seven-year stay in the attic of
her grandmother's house her children became bargaining tools to encourage her to
show herself. Jacobs' children are sold, thrust into jail, "as a means for compelling my
relatives to give some information about me" (101). While in hiding, Jacobs had no
opportunity to offer her children protection from Dr. Flint. Consequently, her children
endure many hardships. For example, Ellen is sent to Brooklyn where she embarks
upon a period of servitude leaving her mother to vow "never should I know peace till
my children were emancipated with all due formalities oflaw" (138). Since her
children were merely the property of the slave owner and thus could be taken away at
any time, Maclay Doriani concludes, Jacobs' proclamation that the bearing of children
did not define the slave as true woman is correct (211). Maclay Doriani's comments
are useful because they illustrate that due to the perilous position of the slave mother -
at once subject to the needs of her children and the needs ofher master- the degree to
which she can mother is extremely limited. With only a small hole in the roof to view
her children's passing in the street, Jacobs endures countless hours and days of torture
as she is forced to watch her children grow without a mother. Sentimentalism's
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guidelines for motherhood that the mother was the human conduit through which "the
virtues ofhumanity were instituted, were not applicable to a person in Jacobs'
situation.
Another aspect of the sentimental tradition not applicable to Jacobs' situation
as mother is the typical romantic conclusion of the sentimental novel where the story
closes with the protagonist happily surrounded by a husband, her children, and a
home. Jacobs states herself that her story "ends with freedom; not in the usual way
with marriage. I and my children are now free!" (201) and that "the dream of my life
is not yet realized. I do not sit with my children in a home of my own. I still long for
a hearthstone of my own, however humble" (201). In one last twist of resistance and
capitulation to the sentimental plot, Jacobs ends her narrative expressing her desire to
close its pages with the domestic tradition but pointedly chooses not to do so. Like
Wilson, Jacobs becomes a servant to the economic realities of the North rendering her
incapable of realizing the sentimental ending. Because of this reality, Jacobs has had
created her own sphere within which she can straddle the line between the agenda of
sentimental fiction and the realities ofher own life experience. By doing so she
asserts her right to define the goals of her writing and revise the sentimental tradition
so it includes the real experiences of the slave woman as daughter, wife, and mother.
In Our Nig, Wilson, like Jacobs, presents the mother as a victim of the
complex circumstances of the "sneering world" of slavery (7). Wilson's protagonist
marries, is abandoned by her male companion, and finds herself pregnant. In
sentiments that echo Jacobs' lamentation that she should add to the ranks of slavery,
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Frado responds in unconventional ways to the knowledge that she s~ould give birth at
a time in her life where she is left scathed by the wounds of her servitude at the
Bellmont's house and emotionally scarred at her husband's departure. "Alone, yet not
,.
alone. A still newer companionship would soon force itself upon her. No one wanted
her with such prospects. Herself was burden enough; who would have an additional
one?" (128). In a world where an abandoned Frado is forced to contend with
economic forces that deem it necessary for her to find her own means, pregnancy is
-
not a joy but a burden. Motherhood, for Frado, is not a product of a loving household
-.
but a burden of an economic relationship whose main provider left the union. Wilson
indicates that the North's devotion to capitalism has implications on black
motherhood. Like Jacobs, Frado laments the coming baby and does not express the
joys of motherhood so common with sentimental fiction. Her condition is called
horrible, something forced upon her, an expected illness, and she suffers. Mrs.
Bellmont's whip and Frado's pregnant condition have left her an invalid toiling for
herself and now a child. She even offers to give the child up to a "kind gentlemen and
lady" (129). Like Jacobs, Maclay Doriani helps us understand, Wilson suggests a new
definition of motherhood: loyalty and self-sacrificial love to the point of separating
oneself from one's children so they may benefit (217).
As readers we never know what the future brings for Frado and her son. The
image we are left with is of an author selling her story and entreating her readers for
aid so she can provide for her small family. "Still an invalid, she asks your sympathy,
gentle reader. Refuse not, because some part of her history is unknown, save the
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Omniscient God. Enough has been unrolled to demand your sympathy and aid"
(Wilson 130). In this ambiguous ending, Wilson, like Jacobs, ends her novel resisting
the romantic sentimental form. Having no guarantee of a home, Wilson must revise
/l'
the ending of her novel so she can meet the demands of her own real experience as a
free woman of color toiling with the economic hardships of the antebellum North. As
we have cited before, Maclay Doriani's comment that "as an autobiographical act of a
black woman, Our Nig can end only in uncertainty, if it is to have any integrity"
expresses Wilson's refusal to lie to her audience (218). Wilson refuses to alter the
facts of her journey as a daughter, a wife, and a mother in the system of slavery; she
refuses to lie to adhere to sentimentality's standards of womanhood thereby testifying
to its inadequacy as a literary mechanism relating the experiences of antebellum
African American women.
Neither Crafts nor Prince leave their stories with offspring. However, while
slaves, they both engage in years of child rearing on their respective plantations and
through the stories they tell of others' experience with bearing children each express
their sentiments on the idea of adding to the ranks of slavery by procreating. Crafts
discusses childbirth through her portrayal of the horrors inflicted upon her fellow
female slaves. For example, the stories concerning Mrs. Cosgrove and her jealous
rage at her husband's infidelities express the horrors of motherhood for the female
slave. Instead of attacking Mr. Cosgrove, Mrs. Cosgrove goes after one of her
husband's mistresses demanding their sale as well as their children. One mother, a
particular favorite, Evelyn with twin boys, comments on the precarious situation she
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Jand her children have been forced into: "But where will I go?" inquired the mother
taking up her babes. "Where shall I go? we will perish in the road" (183). Rather
than face exile, one of the mothers takes matters into her own hands and slays her
child and then herself:
Her eyes had a wild phrenzied look, and with emotion so sudden that no one
could prevent it, she snatched a sharp knife ~hich a servant had carelessly left
after cutting butcher's meat, and stabbing the infant threw it with one toss into
the arms of the father. Before he had time to recover from his astonishment
she had run the knife into her own body, and fell at his feet bathing them in her
blood. (177)
We never learn in this story within Crafts' tale of escape whether these women were
forced into sexual relationships with Mr. Cosgrove. But whatever the impetus for
these relationships, Crafts' writing intimates the element of helplessness, the loss of
control, and the ambiguous future for the enslaved mother who reproduced. Certainly
this portrayal of motherhood is far beyond the scope and template of sentimental
fiction. Wilson confirms for us that black women's experience does not fit the
sentimental plot.
As for Crafts' own dealings with motherhood, for many years she was
responsible for the upbringing of the slave children on her plantation. As the novel
concludes she mentions the children briefly, "the children now grown to be great boys
and girls remembered me with affection, and often mentioned my name, and told how
kind I used to be to them, how I taught them to pray, and love one another" (170).
Through this, Crafts feels vindication as a motherly figure. She comes away pleased
with the knowledge that she taught them right and wrong even in a system of slavery
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where they were victimized by the wrongs of others. Her actions and recollections
echo sentiments of the domestic novel where the mothers offered salvation through
their love. Interestingly, however, even though Hannah spouts such sentimental
rhetoric, when it comes to children she herself leaves the novel childless. Having a
fond and affectionate husband and a home of her own as she gazes out of her window
into her yard, no children play in its grass. Instead ofher own children, she
affectionately mentions her school children, "the tenderness and love with which my
children of the school regard me" (239). Yet, again, we see that Crafts' conflicted
sense of love and duty persists even in this domestic scene. Her heart is still burdened
,
( by what slavery has taught her of love. She loves only from a position of service and
work. However, while she does close her narrative childless, she revels in the
company of her mother, husband, and friends. Perhaps this is a critique of the
sentimental ending that calls for house, husband, and children. In an act of resistance
and revision to the sentimental novel, Hannah Crafts, to the very end, refuses to bring
a child of her own into a world so vandalized b.y slavery -even in the North where she
is free and surrounded by a family. Crafts sends the message to her readers that even
when surrounded by the sentimental family and a tranquil domestic home, antebellum
America, moreover the North that proclaims itse1fto be free, is not a place safe
enough to raise a child. Motherly love, even when augmented by a strong home,
husband, and grandmother, fails when in battle with the racial oppression of slavery.
Prince, like Crafts, expresses the horrors of a potential pregnancy through the
relation of her own experience and the relation of others. Prince also leaves the
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narrative childless. Due to her escape and the circumstances preventing her from
returning to the West Indies, Prince cannot be with her husband with whom she could
have a child. But even as a resident in England, she chooses not to reproduce. The
limits ofher freedom and her devotion to her husband prevent her from having a child.
Ever faithful to her marriage, even while separated by miles and miles of ocean,
Prince faithfully abides to its sanctity. Thus while she upholds the bond of marriage
she denies her capacity to have children thereby subverting the sentimental plot. Her
life, like our previous author, does not fit Nina Baym's sentimental paradigm of
success in marriage and children. Prince proves further that black women's lives do
not fit the sentimental plot.
Prince's story of Hetty, a pregnant slave slain by her master's lash, points out
that some slaves never had the opportunity to give birth for their lives were .
circumscribed by their inability to protect each other or themselves, and therefore their
unborn children from the master's anger:
"Her death was hastened by the dreadful chastisement she received from my
master during her pregnancy .... My master flew into a terrible passion, and
ordered the poor creature to be stripped naked, notwithstanding her pregnancy,
and to be tied up to a tree in the yard. He then flogged her as hard as he could
lick, both the whip and cow-skin, till she was all over streaming with blood ..
.. The consequence was that poker Hetty was brought to bed before her time,
and was delivered after server labor of a dead child" (67).
This chilling description of Hetty's murder exposes the daunting complexities that
encompass the slave's decision to bear a child. Under total domination of the master,
the mothers' pregnancy was ultimately determined by his wishes. Ifshe angered him
by the slightest mistake, like Hetty, she could be killed along with her baby. Prince
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highlights, like Jacob, Wilson, and Crafts, the fear and the constant threat of danger
for the expecting mother under her master's lash. Our authors make it known that the
slave's potential to bear children made her a victim to superadded consequences of
slavery. Childbearing for enslaved females forced one to contend with the idea of
bringing a helpless child into the ranks of slavery; a place where a mother's protection
was nullified by the master's or the mistress' wishes. Furthermore, our authors help
expose the reality that black women's lives did not fit the sentimental plot of marriage
and children. In their resistance to conclude their novels and narratives with such a
formula our authors express their anger at standards not applicable to their situations.
Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince show through their relation of their experiences as
mothers of an enslaved race that the conventions of sentimental fiction are
incompatible with their experiences as such and by refusing to refine their stories they
revise sentimentalism's story of the mother in nineteenth-century America.
Conclusion
, "Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince's works of antebellum literature are indeed
sentimental novels and narratives about women, mothering, children, and humanity;
but they are works about hatred, anger, bondage and inhumanity as well. By writing
their stories of the life cycle ofthe female slave as daughter, wife, and mother within
the sentimental tradition without entirely surrendering themselves to its plot lines our
authors create identities that defy nineteenth-century notions of womanhood. Jacobs,
Wilson, Crafts, and Prince etch out literary mediums in which to proclaim an accurate
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portrayal of their lives as slaves and in which to challenge dominant notions of white
womanhood. They gefine a womanhood that actively pursues while it resists the
domestic life because of their state ofbondage und~r a hierarchical system of slavery
that protects those it serves. By intimately and carefully exposing the moral
complexities of their worlds they show a new domesticity where the black female
slave can at once be pure and pious while expressing anger at her circumstance as a
slave. Such anger erupts from the pages of these works in the ways in which our
authors were prevented from living out white notions of womanhood. Jacobs'
experience as a victim of Dr. Flint's unwavering pursuit ofher sexuality, Wilson's
abandonment by her mother, Crafts' resistance of marriage, and Prince's decision to
remain a freed slave in England rather than return to her husband are some of the
many examples that spell out the myriad ways in which these women were prevented
from living out white notions of womanhood. These experiences also show our
authors' resentment toward the standards white womanhood demanded from
sentimentalities' virtues in a slave society that made it impossible for enslaved females
to live out these virtues of domesticity. Jacobs, Wilson, Crafts, and Prince react with
anger at the call for purity oppressed by an impure system. The literary endeavors of
these women show the inadequacy of sentimental fiction to represent the anger
engendered by their experiences as slave women in antebellum America. Sentimental
fiction, then, they show, is inadequate to represent the anger stimulated by the
breaking of familial bonds, an experience so common to their experiences as
daughters,'wives, and mothers. Due to this inadequacy our authors create a space in
54
which they can truthfully write their experiences as female slaves actively pursuing
,
the familial tranquility promoted by sentimentalism while resisting its overwhelming
and impossible demands that realistically fail to be congruent with their circumstances
as victims of a slave society.
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